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Abstract

This article aims to critically examine the interpretations of
Qur’anic commentators concerning the reality of the seven heavens
in the Qur’an. The study is theoretical in nature regarding its
objective and utilizes a library-based method for data collection.
The research, after referencing the Qur’anic verses that discuss the
seven heavens, and analyzing and evaluating the interpretations
provided by various commentators, has reached several
conclusions. First, the divergence in interpretations among
commentators stems primarily from the differences in their
methodological approaches; some have relied on empirical
methods, while others have utilized rational-intuitive approaches,
leading to varied understandings of the concept of seven heavens.
Second, the study asserts that the only reliable means to
comprehend the seven heavens is through empirical methods.
Therefore, accurate interpretation of this concept should be sought
from empirical science and modern technologies. With the
advancement and precision of scientific instruments, one of the
veils covering the seven heavens is lifted, and its truth becomes
clearer. Consequently, either the commentator must be well-versed
in the science of astronomy or should await the outcomes of
scientific investigations in that field.

Keywords: Qur’an, Seven Heavens, Classical Cosmology, Modern
Cosmology, Tafsir (Exegesis), Critique.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The concept of “seven heavens” in the Qur’anic
context has long intrigued commentators, both
classical and contemporary, due to its layered
metaphysical and cosmological connotations.
Rooted in an era when the dominant cosmological
paradigm was the Ptolemaic model, many early
Islamic scholars sought to interpret the Qur’anic
references through the lens of that geocentric
framework. Thinkers like Ibn Sina and Allameh
Majlisi adhered closely to this model, equating the
heavens with celestial spheres encapsulating the
Earth in concentric order. Ibn Sina accepted the
theory of nine celestial spheres and attempted to
harmonize it with Qur’anic descriptions by
suggesting that the “throne” (‘Arsh) was
synonymous with the outermost sphere, the “ninth
heaven,” carried by angelic forces (Ibn Sina,
1980). Allameh Majlisi similarly aligned the
Qur’anic cosmology with astronomical traditions,
interpreting the seven heavens as distinct celestial
spheres containing major planetary bodies such as
Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the Sun, Venus, Mercury,
and the Moon (Majlisi, 1992). Despite the
eloquence of their reconciliations, these
interpretations  often imposed philosophical
presuppositions onto sacred text, causing
dissonance with the literal and esoteric dimensions
of revelation. Their reliance on the certainties of
their time, particularly Ptolemaic astronomy,
inadvertently limited the dynamic semantic
possibilities of “seven heavens” as a metaphysical,
scientific, and theological symbol. As such, this
paper contends that while their efforts to preserve
harmony between revelation and science are
noteworthy, their conclusions are ultimately
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undermined by the historical limitations of their
cosmological knowledge.

In contrast to the classical interpretive model,
modern exegetes like Allameh Tabataba’i and
Makarem Shirazi have offered readings that
integrate evolving scientific paradigms with
Qur’anic hermeneutics. Tabataba’i, for instance,
argued that the seven heavens are all corporeal and
pertain to the physical universe, with only the first
heaven—the one visible to human perception—
being accessible to observation. The remaining six,
he posited, are material yet concealed due to the
limitations of human perception and scientific
instrumentation (Tabataba'i, 1995). Makarem
Shirazi went further by proposing that the term
“heaven” (sama’) in the Qur’an has multiple
semantic layers, sometimes referring to the
atmosphere, sometimes to the cosmic expanse, and
sometimes to the metaphysical domain (Makarem
Shirazi, 1992). He acknowledged that all visible
celestial bodies fall within the first heaven and that
the remaining heavens remain beyond empirical
detection. Such interpretations represent a
significant evolution in tafsir methodology—one
that invites empirical sciences into the interpretive
process without confining the text to a particular
scientific  dogma. However, even these
perspectives are not free from critique, as they
often presume that scientific progress will
eventually reveal all truths hidden within scriptural
metaphors, thereby subordinating the spiritual and
symbolic dimensions of the Qur’an to empirical
verification.

More philosophically inclined exegetes such as
Mulla Sadra proposed a radically different
interpretation by identifying the seven heavens
with the imaginal world or “‘alam al-mithal.”
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According to him, these heavens exist not in the
physical cosmos but in an intermediate realm
between the material and purely intellectual
domains. He contended that this realm is accessible
only through spiritual intuition and prophetic
knowledge, not through sensory perception or
scientific instruments (Mulla Sadra, 2001). Sadra's
reliance on metaphysical reasoning challenges the
notion that empirical science is the only avenue
toward truth, positioning the Qur’an as a source of
metaphysical insight that transcends materialist
paradigms. In this light, the seven heavens
symbolize levels of existential reality through
which divine commands descend and human souls
ascend. While this model preserves the
transcendent authority of scripture, its purely
philosophical orientation risks alienating modern
readers who seek tangible explanations grounded in
observable  reality. = Nonetheless,  Sadra’s
integration of Qur’anic revelation with Islamic
metaphysics represents a powerful reminder that
not all knowledge is sensory and that scripture can
serve as a map for both cosmic and spiritual
navigation.

On the other end of the spectrum lies a growing
body of interpretation that sees the seven heavens
as poetic references to cosmic multiplicity or
numerical symbolism rather than literal spatial
entities. Scholars like Maurice Bucaille have
pointed out that in many ancient cultures, including
Islamic and Greco-Roman traditions, the number
seven served as a symbol of completeness or
plenitude (Bucaille & Dabir, 1985). Under this
framework, references to “seven heavens” are
understood not as specific astrophysical domains
but as metaphorical markers of divine grandeur and
creation’s vastness. This view is further supported
by the absence of concrete descriptions of these
heavens in the Qur’an, which suggests that their
exact nature is intentionally veiled. In this context,
the Qur’anic expression “seven heavens” becomes
a theological placeholder, signaling the infinite
depth of divine order rather than offering a
blueprint for celestial cartography. Such symbolic
readings allow for an open-ended engagement with
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the text that resists the ossification of meaning and
accommodates new scientific discoveries without
requiring doctrinal revisions.

A contemporary scientific perspective, influenced
by theories of multiverse and quantum physics, has
given rise to novel interpretations aligning the
seven heavens with hypothetical parallel universes.
Thinkers such as Nafisi propose that the “seven
heavens” refer to different dimensions or layers of
existence that coexist with our own universe but
remain inaccessible due to limitations in human
perception and technological capacity (Nafisi,
2010). Drawing on Qur’anic verses describing the
Prophet Muhammad’s night journey and ascension,
as well as narratives of divine descent and angelic
movement, this perspective suggests that the
heavens represent ontological layers rather than
merely spatial regions. The notion of parallel
dimensions echoes recent developments in
astrophysics, including string theory and
inflationary cosmology, which postulate the
existence of multiple universes beyond our
observable cosmos. While still speculative, these
scientific models provide a compelling analogical
basis for reinterpreting Qur’anic cosmology in light
of modern physics. However, it must be
acknowledged that such interpretations remain
provisional and are constrained by the speculative
nature of the underlying scientific theories
themselves.

Ultimately, what emerges from this extensive
critical analysis is a spectrum of interpretative
models—ranging from empirical and philosophical
to symbolic and scientific—each attempting to
grapple with the enigmatic notion of the seven
heavens. Classical interpretations grounded in
obsolete  cosmologies, though historically
understandable, are no longer epistemologically
tenable. Philosophical models such as those
proposed by Sadra offer rich metaphysical insights
but risk detachment from empirical realities.
Modern exegetical attempts to integrate scientific
knowledge remain promising yet incomplete, often
bounded by the limitations of current technological
capabilities. Symbolic interpretations provide
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theological flexibility but may dilute the Qur’an’s
ontological assertions. What becomes clear is that
no single interpretive model can claim exhaustive
authority over this multi-faceted Qur’anic motif.
The path to understanding the seven heavens must
remain open-ended, dynamic, and receptive to both
empirical discovery and metaphysical reflection.
The Qur’an’s deliberate ambiguity on the matter
serves not as a hermeneutic obstacle but as an
invitation to continuous inquiry—a convergence
point for science, philosophy, and faith.
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